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Abstract 
This article introduces a student-centered activity to help achieve course objectives through 
review and self-evaluation. Students use a teacher-prepared self-check sheet before and after in-
class discussion activities every week both to review targeted function phrases and to monitor 
and improve their use of these functions through self-assessment. Phrases from current and / or 
previous weeks’ lessons are left partially blank on the self-check sheets, and students must work 
together to recall and write down the phrases. After the discussion is completed, students then 
recall and assess their own usage of the phrases. This activity aims to enhance retention of the 
phrases through practice and awareness building, to develop learner autonomy and responsibility 
through self-assessment, and to increase motivation. In addition, the activity can be seen as one 
element of on-going formative assessment in the class. 
 
INTRODUCTION 
One of the main goals of the English Discussion Class (EDC) at Rikkyo University is to increase 
students’ ability to discuss issues in English with their peers, and a key way to help them achieve 
this goal is by encouraging the use of communication functions and function phrases. Thus, 
specific function phrases (e.g. “Could you tell me why?” to ask for reasons) are taught in each 
lesson to aid the students in discussing selected topics. In addition, a guiding principle of the 
program is to make the classes as learner-centered as possible, as this is thought to be beneficial 
for meeting the needs of students in the acquisition of communicative skills and overall language 
proficiency (e.g.  Nunan, 1988; Tarone & Yule, 1989; Tudor, 1996). For these reasons, it is 
important to help students not only improve their ability to use the function phrases, but also to 
set up activities that do not require a teacher-centered instructional style for the teaching of these 
phrases. 
A corollary of the learner-centered classroom is the need to develop learner autonomy. 
Learner autonomy has become a much-discussed topic in the field of TESOL in recent years, 
and is thought to be important for ideological reasons (such as recognizing and valuing students’ 
individuality, or empowering students to express their own political or cultural views), as well as 
for improving language learners’ progress (Benson & Voller, 1997; Benson, 2001). One aspect 
of learner autonomy is self-assessment, as learners must be able to assess their own strengths 
and weaknesses in order to set goals and direct their future learning. These elements may also 
help students develop more motivation to learn the language. According to Dornyei (2001), 
goal-orientation, cooperation among learners (both part of the self-assessment process described 
in this article), and learner autonomy are just some of the elements that can positively impact 
learner motivation. 
 Recently, there has also been much discussion in the field of language teaching 
regarding formative assessment (as contrasted with summative assessment). In formative 
assessment, students have a chance to get frequent, incremental assessment (for example, 
directly after activities in class), with an aim towards consistent improvement and development 
(Centre for Educational Research and Innovation, 2005; Lynch, 2004). Self-assessment activities 
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can be a key component of formative assessment, as the student can reflect on his or her 
performance and set goals for future learning immediately after the activity. 
While the discussion above is mainly centered on theoretical or ideological reasons in 
support of the activity described here, there have also been a few studies which show a certain 
amount of effectiveness of self-assessment. For example, De Saint Leger (2009) found that self-
assessment of speaking skills led to positive gains in students’ self-perception and confidence in 
speaking in the L2, as well as encouraging increased responsibility for their own learning, and 
Kato (2009) discovered that self-assessment was viewed positively by students. Ross (2005) 
suggested that formative assessment (including self-assessment) improved students’ attention 
and participation positively, while Goto Butler and Lee (2010) saw some positive effects of self-
assessment on young (elementary school age) learners’  foreign language learning and 
confidence.  It seems that there have not been a large number of studies done in this area yet, but 
there have been some promising results, as mentioned above.  
In line with the principles and theoretical perspectives discussed above and supported by 
a few research studies, as noted, an activity was designed to help students achieve the goals of 
the course, as well as to develop learner autonomy, to increase motivation, and to function as a 
part of formative assessment. The activity’s purpose is to help students review targeted function 
phrases and to give them an opportunity to assess their own performance with an aim towards 
improving in subsequent activities and lessons.  
 
CONTEXT 
The activity discussed in this article is suitable for any and all classes within the EDC program, 
or in similar programs that stress the use of lexical phrases or communication functions as an aid 
to developing fluency and discussion ability in English.  In the current program, the number of 
students in each class is small (between 7 and 9), but this activity could be used quite effectively 
in larger classes as well, and would relieve the teacher of the task of monitoring every student 
individually. It is especially effective for students who have difficulty remembering and using 
the target phrases and is most appropriately used directly before (to encourage students to focus 
on the target function phrases) and after (to allow them time to reflect and assess their 
performance before moving on to the next activity) the two main in-class group discussions 
(“Discussion 1” and “Discussion 2”) that are conducted in every lesson.  
 
TASKS AND MATERIALS 
In this activity, students must complete two main tasks. The first is to recall and write down the 
missing words in specific target function phrases for the current lesson or from previous lessons, 
and the second is to remember and mark down how many times they used each phrase during the 
discussion itself. For this activity, students will employ a self-check sheet which has been 
prepared in advance by the instructor (see Appendix). 
 
PROCEDURE 
The activity is simple to prepare and to conduct. Teacher preparation time should be around 
thirty minutes per week to create and make copies of the self-check sheet. Students ought to 
prepare by regularly reviewing the function phrases on their own to increase their ability to 
recall and produce them in the class discussions. In-class preparation is minimal. Students 
simply need to focus attention on the target function phrases and recall them prior to each 
discussion. The teacher may elicit one or two phrases in order to get the process started before 
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having the students work together to recall all of the phrases. In the first two or three weeks of 
the course, students generally require clear directions and monitoring to ensure that they are 
doing the activity properly, but in later weeks, they should need little prompting or assistance.  
An important point for this activity is to do it regularly throughout the course so that students 
become accustomed to constantly reviewing and monitoring their own function phrase usage. 
 
Steps 
Step 1: Prepare the self-check sheet for the week’s lessons – different phrases need to be 
included for the different levels. Leave gaps in selected phrases for students to fill in. 
Step 2: Hand out the self-check sheet before Discussion 1. Ask students to work together to fill 
in the gaps in the targeted phrases. 
Step 3: Students check the textbook to confirm or correct the completed gap-fill phrases, or fill 
in any that they were unable to complete. 
Step 4 (Optional): Have students do choral recitation or other activities to practice saying the 
phrases. 
Step 5: Students keep the self-check sheet available for reference during the first group 
discussion to help them remember to use the phrases. 
Step 6: After the discussion, students circle the number indicating how many times they used 
each phrase.  
Step 7: The teacher can give feedback to the students, reminding them to try to increase their use 
of the phrases that they didn’t use so often in Discussion 1. It is especially useful to have 
students at this point select one or two phrases or functions that they want to target for 
use in Discussion 2 (it should be noted that this step may be done by students 
individually, or in pairs). 
Step 8: Have students quickly review the self-check sheet again directly prior to Discussion 2, 
and then make sure they do not look at it during the discussion, so that they must recall 
and use the phrases from memory.  
Step 9: After Discussion 2, the students do the self-check again, circling how many times they 
used each phrase. Then, they can discuss with a partner which functions they were able 
to use the most, which they could not use as well or as often, and which ones they will 
target for use in future discussions. 
 
VARIATIONS 
In terms of class ability levels, the only variation needed is to use the phrases appropriate to each 
level. The activity procedure itself can be followed in the same manner, regardless of level. It is 
also left up to the teacher to decide which phrases to leave blank for the students to fill in each 
week. The basic procedure is to leave blanks in the previous lesson’s phrases and / or the current 
lesson’s phrases, but it may sometimes be useful to challenge students to recall older function 
phrases, especially highlighting those that they may be forgetting more often.  
In addition, the teacher can vary the manner in which the students complete the activity. 
For example, they could do a dictation activity, in which one student must look in the textbook 
to find the phrases, then close the book and dictate them to his or her partner to write down. 
Another option could be to withhold the self-check sheet from the students until after they have 
completed Discussion 1, in order to monitor how well they remember the phrases in the 
discussion, and then to reinforce students’ recall by having them fill it out after having tried to 
use them in the discussion. Furthermore, having students work together when assessing their 
phrase usage (i.e., also getting peer-feedback to help them remember if they used the phrases or 
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not) may have different outcomes, and could be more effective with some students. It may be 
worthwhile to try using the self-check sheets in various ways to see which seems to help the 
students the most. 
 
REFLECTIONS 
This activity was conducted in all classes (fourteen) during one academic semester. Students 
were generally diligent and cooperative in doing this activity throughout. They were mostly 
honest and accurate in their self-evaluations (based on spot-check comparisons with results of 
my own monitoring) and they appeared to be motivated to try to remember the phrases by doing 
this activity. They often expressed surprise when they realized how much they had forgotten and 
then redoubled their efforts to remember and use the phrases. Thus, reviewing and focusing on 
the phrases before and after the discussions helped students to remember and use them 
productively. 
The activity also helped to develop learner autonomy and motivation. Students seemed to 
genuinely try to increase and improve their usage of the functions without much exhortation by 
the teacher. They also assisted and encouraged each other to try to remember and produce the 
phrases during the discussion, by cuing or prompting those who hadn’t used the phrase yet to do 
so. This activity was an important aspect of formative assessment during the semester, as 
students were able to assess their own performance after every discussion activity, helping guide 
them in their goal-setting for future learning.  
In conclusion, the activity helped to achieve the instructional goals of the course, it was 
quick to do in class, and it was not overly demanding for the teacher (requiring only 20 – 30 
minutes preparation time per week). It helped students improve not only their productive use of 
the phrases, but also helped develop their autonomy and motivation in class. It is an activity that 
may be used in any discussion or communication course that stresses the use of lexical phrases 
or functions to help students communicate in the target language. In particular, it is a useful way 
to increase the amount of learner-centered focus in the classroom, by handing over the 
responsibility for assessment of performance and subsequent improvement to the students 
themselves. 
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APPENDIX 
A sample self-check sheet created for Lesson 3 (Book 3): 
How many times did you use the phrases? Discussion 1 Discussion 2 
Giving Reasons          The main reason is… 
                         It’s mainly because… 
                         It’s partly because… 
0  1  2  3+ 
0  1  2  3+ 
0  1  2  3+ 
0  1  2  3+ 
0  1  2  3+ 
0  1  2  3+ 
Asking for Reasons     Why…? 
                          How come? 
                          Could you tell me why? 
0  1  2  3+ 
0  1  2  3+ 
0  1  2  3+ 
0  1  2  3+ 
0  1  2  3+ 
0  1  2  3+ 
Giving Opinions  
In _______  ________________ …. 
Personally _______________ , I  ___________ …  
I’m ______   ________ , but  ___  __________…   
 
0  1  2  3+ 
0  1  2  3+ 
0  1  2  3+ 
 
0  1  2  3+ 
0  1  2  3+ 
0  1  2  3+ 
Asking for Opinions      
_________  your _____________? 
What  do   _________  ____________? 
________ does _______________  think? 
 
0  1  2  3+ 
0  1  2  3+ 
0  1  2  3+ 
 
0  1  2  3+ 
0  1  2  3+ 
0  1  2  3+ 
Follow-up Questions (What…? Why…? How…?  Do 
you…? Have you…? Can you…? Etc…) 
0  1  2  3+ 0  1  2  3+ 
Making Discussions Clearer (Do you follow me? / Do 
you understand? / Pardon? / How do I say…? / etc…) 
0  1  2  3+ 0  1  2  3+ 
Agreeing and Disagreeing (I agree. / I think so, too. / I 
disagree. / I don’t think so.) 
0  1  2  3+ 0  1  2  3+ 
 
*Answers  
Giving Opinions: In my opinion… / Personally speaking, I think… / I’m not sure, but I think… 
Asking for Opinions: What’s your opinion? / What do you think? / What does everyone think? 
 
 
